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Abstract
Amidst calls for paradigm shifts in environmental scholarship, we track an emergent
literature on how environmental values, knowledge and behaviour (EVKB) change (or
not) with the migration process. We focus on the role of Majority World migrants to the
Minority World. Large-scale survey research into EVKB is beginning to consider both
ethnicity and migration history as important variables, but tends to leave the concepts of
environment and environmental behaviour unexamined. Western EVKB indicators thus
tend to be universalised rather than understood as themselves culturally specific. An
emergent literature attempts to improve both quantitative and qualitative research on
EVKB by broadening the conceptualisation of environmental behaviour to include the
practices of Majority World migrants. Those studies throw new light on the process of
acculturation as having disruptive or solidifying potential for sustainable practices. We
summarise four implications for future research. There is a need to go beyond western
logics in research design and method. Straightforward assumptions about the ‘pro’ in proenvironmental behaviour need to be challenged. Cases of EVKB’s persistence postmigration and positive influence on the broader population should be sought out and
examined. The migration process provides real-time experiments in enacting alternative
worlds.
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I Introduction
Recognising the global challenges of sustainability, the last several decades have seen
extensive study of the relationships between environmental values, knowledge and
behaviour in mostly Minority (developed) World1 contexts. Particular attention has
focused on the gaps between knowledge or attitudes and behaviour, and the failure to
shift collectively towards less destructive modes of living. O’Brien (2012) noted that
issues such as the value-action gap and the deficit model of environmental knowledge
(Eden, 1998) have been in the literature for a long time. They persist into contemporary
climate change debates – for example, in the dominant but simplistic ‘linear model’ of
science-policy relationships. O’Brien suggested that geographers need to help shift focus
away from the challenges of translating knowledge into action, towards an understanding
of how change itself occurs, particularly in the sustainability realm. She drew on
Meadows (2008) to argue that changing paradigms (rather than policy) is one of the most
effective leverage points for systems-scale change.
The types of paradigmatic change that dominant (Minority World) environmental
thinking needs, are the subject of multiple parallel conversations. Waves of new
scholarship have critiqued western ontologies and dominant environmental imaginaries,
deconstructing ‘environment’ and ‘nature’ as freestanding categories, such that the
question of what counts as environment has already been brought into question (Bawaka
et al., 2016; Castree, 2015). The colonial underpinnings of dominant environmental
framings and management practices have been brought to light (Adams and Mulligan,
2003). Postcolonial scholars have pushed consideration of how knowledge and practices
originating in diverse parts of the Majority (developing) World might speak ‘across
geographies’ (Thieme, 2017: 2) to Minority World ways of thinking and doing across a
range of areas, including sustainability challenges (Author ref; Blaser, 2013; Mawere,
2014; McGregor, 2005). In debates spanning several decades, Traditional Ecological
Knowledge has challenged understandings of tradition, ecology and knowledge, mostly
in rural and remote areas (Usher, 2000). Geographers have also opened up the question of
whose and what sorts of environmental knowledge count/s, and in what circumstances
(Lane et al., 2011).
Responding to these challenges, in this paper we track an emergent literature on how
environmental values, knowledge and behaviour change (or not) with the migration
process. We identify the contributions this work can make to paradigm shifts in
environmental scholarship. Although research on environmental values of migrants is
scarcely developed (Carter et al., 2013: 132), and migrants’ perspectives have been
virtually ignored in climate change research (de Guttry et al., 2016: 11), it is timely to
assess the disparate work that has been done, identify its contributions and develop an
agenda for future research.
Throughout human history migration has been integral to the process of environmental
discovery, encounter and engagement; indeed the capacity to live in virtually all of
earth’s environments is part of what defines humans (Bellwood, 2013). That migration
has a clear connection to human-environment relations has long been recognised in
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geographic scholarship (Mendoza and Morén-Alegret, 2012). This applies at timescales
from the prehistoric (Boivin et al., 2016) to the historic (Crosby, 1986). Processes of
colonisation led to the transfer of cultural knowledge and organisms to new worlds as the
colonists made sense of new environments and extinguished or damaged long-standing
indigenous lifeways. Environmental knowledge was shaped by the forced migration of
slavery (Carney, 2009). Migrants have shaped gardens and other spaces to maintain
memories of home and to establish new relations to place (Brook, 2003). Migration can
lead to conflict, assimilation and hybridity, of plants and animals, world views, practices
and knowledge. There has been considerable debate over who and what (organisms)
belong in particular places and spaces (Author ref.). Movements of people and other
organisms are entwined with the global spread of capitalism and with broad geopolitical
processes (Moore 2015, Bashford 2016).
In this paper we engage with a small part of the bigger migration story. What is different
in the new literature we track here is greater attention to the role of Majority World
migrants (from non-Anglo-European backgrounds) into Minority World contexts, and
what this means for different kinds of environmental values, knowledge and behaviour.
Over the last fifty years or so, and particularly over the last twenty, most Minority World
countries have experienced immigration from increasingly diverse source countries
(Office for National Statistics, 2013; Pew Research Centre, 2015; Statistics Canada,
2013). In Australia, historical migration flows from the United Kingdom and Europe are
giving way to increasing arrivals from India, China, the Philippines, Pakistan and
Vietnam – to name a few (Commonwealth of Australia, 2016). Two aspects are relevant
for this paper. First, we need to consider the ways that researchers are dealing with the
environmental knowledge and behaviour of ethnically diverse populations. Migrants
coming from diverse ancestries, ethnic groups and life histories bring different
experiences, worldviews and environmental behaviours to those of the established
populations of their destination countries. Second, we consider what this means for
Minority World contexts where environmental debates, scholarship and management
have been framed for a different and previous history. For example, in Australia and
North America the indigenous/settler binary led to the promulgation of, and later contest
against, a wilderness imaginary (Adams, 2005; Bawaka et al., 2016; Cronon, 1995). This
imaginary itself later migrated and became influential in many African countries
(Neumann, 1998). It is now being critiqued at home for its insufficient level of diversity
in thought and action (Gould et al. 2017).
Following O’Brien’s (2012) call to shift paradigms, we are interested in the disruptive
and creative potential of an emergent literature on the environmental values, knowledge
and behaviour of migrants, i.e. the potential of this literature to expose alternatives.
Specifically, our review of the literature considers how migrants’ environmental values,
knowledge and behaviours change post-migration, or not – so too, migrants’ capacity to
change environmental thinking and practice in their new home countries. For
convenience we sometimes use the shorthand EVKB for environmental values,
knowledge and behaviour. Our aim is both to throw light back onto certain assumptions
in western-dominated environmental scholarship, and to render alternatives more visible.
To be clear, we wish to step beyond the neo-Malthusian literature that treats migrants as
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environmental problems or threats (based on concerns about raw population increases), or
that assumes a ‘correct’ standard of environmental behaviour in the host country to which
migrants must assimilate. Rather we locate ourselves in an emerging body of work that
seeks to understand migrant perspectives and knowledge as a potential resource (Author
ref; Carter et al., 2013; de Guttry et al., 2016). While broader challenges to western (or,
perhaps more accurately, white) environmental agendas and discourse have been well
established in the environmental justice literature (Agyeman et al., 2016) – which has
shown that marginalised communities often express concern about specific suites of
environmental issues that relate to their residential geographies (and proximity to
environmental ‘bads’ such as industrial waste and air pollution) – we nevertheless
contend that the nexus between ethnicity and migration history throws these issues into
particularly stark relief.
If this literature is emergent, it is also disparate. This means a variety of definitions and
framings of both ethnicity and migration are used. Equally, there are many different ways
of approaching environmental research. We do not want to pin these definitions down too
tightly because, following O’Brien (2012), we seek to shift the broader conversation. But
some clarification is needed before we start. Throughout the paper we range widely over
the concepts of environmental attitude, values, knowledge, behaviour and practice. A
mooted knowledge-behaviour link is itself a product of a western mindset assuming a
rational, unconstrained actor, even though a battery of research now demonstrates much
more complex subject positions and structural influences on such an actor. We will show
that a migration lens, like the other critiques mentioned above, exposes some of the
western assumptions built into even these categorisations, and complicates
understandings of EVKB. In arguing to broaden the understanding of EVKB, we do not
deal fully with the empirical task of establishing which EVKB are more ‘proenvironment’ than others, although we do point to some contradictions. As we outline in
the conclusion, that empirical work – which is necessarily contextual – is an important
priority for future research.
The migration we are referring to is international. We focus on migrants from the
Majority (developing) World who live in relatively affluent Minority (developed) World
destination countries. We use the terms Majority World migrants, and ethnic minority
migrants interchangeably – the latter being framed vis-à-vis the culturally and (typically)
numerically dominant2 Anglo-Celtic and European ethnic majorities in places such as
North America, Northern Europe and Australia, where most existing research on this
topic has occured. Our use of the term migrant is broad, encompassing first and
subsequent generations; as well as different migration strands (e.g. voluntary and
forced/humanitarian). Ethnicity is conceived differently in various bodies of scholarship
– in the USA it is conflated strongly with race. The aspects of identity encompassed by
ethnicity – ancestry, heritage, nationality, cultural norms and modes of living – all have
implications for the kinds of everyday practices and worldviews that constitute EVKB.
Our approach positions ethnicity as a temporally and contextually fluid construct, not a
primordial attribute (Song, 2003). Like Carter et al. (2013: 132) we acknowledge that
‘environmental values are shaped by lived experience in place(s), which surely differ
among ethnic groups but not because of differences in their basic character’. Ethnicity

4

and country of origin may also be associated with varying degrees of socio-economic
advantage or deprivation. A number of the studies we draw on have sought to distinguish
between migrants’ economic circumstances and cultural factors, and how these impact
EVKB. In sum, we do not assume essentialised ethnically-defined, environmental
orientations, such as particular groups being in tune with nature or voracious consumers
of it. Indeed we do not assume that any of what we are analysing is necessarily because
of ethnicity or migration history; the literature reviewed here has diverse findings with
respect to different combinations of causal factors. We consider these questions
empirically open, and the field of research ripe for careful development. Importantly, an
ethnicity lens exposes the extent to which environmental indicators and practices,
dominant in the literature under labels such as ‘pro-environmental behaviour’, are
themselves culturally loaded.
With regards to our own positionality, two of the authors are first-generation migrants to
Australia – one from Europe and the other from Latin America (of mostly European
origins). One is of Anglo-Celtic background, with a family presence in Australia that
extends back to early white settlement. As a group, our ethnic identities are skewed more
towards the Anglo-European ethnic majority whose dominant environmental thinking we
seek to decentre.
The structure of the paper proceeds as follows. In section II we selectively review themes
in the dominant, mostly quantitative literature on EVKB, paying particular attention to
the emergence of ethnicity and migration history as issues, and the embedded
understandings of ‘environment’ in such research. In exposing the western assumptions
in ‘what counts’ as environment and environmentalism (apparent in much survey
research), consideration of ethnicity and migration has made two particular contributions.
The first contribution has been to broaden the conceptualisation of pro-environmental
behaviours (discussed in section III), and the second is to show how the process of
acculturation has disruptive or solidifying potential (section IV). Methodological issues
and challenges are threaded through our discussion, and are important considerations for
the future research agendas that we advance in the concluding section (section V).

II Ethnicity and migration in quantitative EVKB research
Our overview here draws on review articles and meta-analyses from within the EVKB
literature. Grounded mostly in environmental psychology and sociology, this literature
undertakes detailed discussions of how to understand and measure environmental values
(Dietz et al., 2005; Reser and Bentrupperaumer, 2005), and the complexity of behavioural
issues (Newell et al., 2014; Steg 2016; Steg and Vlek, 2009). Our contention in this
section is that, while this literature has increasingly engaged with issues of ethnicity and
migration, there has been much less examination of what ‘environment’ means.
For example Dietz et al. (2005) assumed a divide between human and nonhuman worlds,
expressed in anthropocentric compared to non-anthropocentric values. Reser and
Bentrupperaumer (2005: 141) recognised both ‘environment’ and ‘values’ as problematic
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terms, but then only defined the latter (i.e. environmental values are ‘human values with
respect to the natural environment’). Sánchez and Lafuente (2010) discussed the
complexities of understanding and measuring ‘environmental consciousness’, but focused
more on consciousness than the environment. Perhaps inadvertently, such approaches
leave the concept of environment unexamined and thus take for granted what ‘proenvironmental’ values are. They reproduce the binary ‘anthropocentric’ and ‘biocentric’
framings used in the New Environmental Paradigm (Dietz et al., 2005; Kempton et al.,
1995; Litina et al., 2016; Steg, 2016).
Here it is relevant to explain the New Environmental Paradigm (NEP), developed by
Dunlap and Van Liere in the late 1970s (Dunlap, 2008). Dunlap noted that this 15-item
survey instrument
is increasingly treated as a measure of environmental beliefs, which I
believe is the most accurate interpretation although ecological worldview
is my personal preference for a descriptor because I believe the NEP Scale
measures the degree to which respondents view the world ecologically.
(Dunlap, 2008: 10).
In his reflection on the history and development of the NEP, Dunlap (2008: 7) made very
clear that it was developed in the USA, to examine ‘our industrialized society’. For
example, the items include statements such as ‘The Earth is like a spaceship with very
limited room and resources’ (Dunlap et al., 2000: 433). Although the NEP has been
widely used in cross-national comparisons, Dunlap was open to the critique that it may be
of limited use outside the west (Chatterjee, 2008) – and by extension, we would argue
that such instruments are of limited use for increasingly diverse populations within the
Minority World. Nevertheless, the use of such polls in Latin American countries shows
that ‘stereotypes of poor people being unable to attend to “higher” values such as quality
of life are misguided, and probably elitist’ (Roberts and Thanos 2003: 190).
Ethnicity was not mentioned as a variable in some reviews of EVKB even recently
(Newell et al., 2014), and meta-analyses have been ‘based on a relatively non-diverse
sample of studied countries (mostly western and developed ones) and all overlook
country and national culture differences’ (Morren and Grinstein, 2016: 91). However, in
the last decade or so a number of papers have started to make cross-cultural comparisons,
usually at the national scale (Burn et al., 2012; Kovács et al., 2014; Leiserowitz et al.,
2006). Ando et al. (2015) compared the generational transmission of pro-environmental
behaviours (e.g. recycling paper) in Germany and Japan. They referred to Germany as an
example of a culture in which an independent, individualistic view of the self dominates,
while Japan was seen as emblematic of interdependent, collectivist cultures. Sometimes
broad national comparisons are cross-cut with religious ones. For example Minton et al.’s
(2015: 1937) South Korean/USA comparison of sustainable behaviours (like ‘purchasing
green cleaning supplies, recycling, purchasing organic foods’) is also a
Atheist/Buddhist/Christian one.
Intra-country comparisons that focus on ethnic diversity in relation to environmental
issues include studies from the USA (Murray and Mills, 2011; Pfeffer and Stycos, 2002),
New Zealand (Kerr et al., 2016; Lovelock et al., 2013) and Australia (Leung and Rice,
2002). Macias (2016) noted that considerable attention has been given to white American
6

and African American comparisons over the last few decades, but less to the increasing
ethnic diversity of the USA’s population, particularly ethnic minority migrants. Existing
research has often focused on issues such as low national park visitation rates by African
Americans (Larson et al., 2011), and their perceived engagement with proximate (e.g.
local air pollution) rather than distant (e.g. species extinction) environmental issues (see
Jones, 2002). Related to the above, Stevenson et al. (2013) identified ethnicity-related
gaps in the environmental literacy of schoolchildren, possibly due to Black and Hispanic
children having less access to ‘nature’, and spending less time outdoors. Other
quantitative, intra-country studies have used the NEP as an indicator of environmental
concern – for instance, Leung and Rice’s (2002) comparison of Chinese and AngloAustralians and Johnson et al.’s (2004a) study of Black, White, Asian and Latino
Americans. In such studies, the Anglo-European ethnic majority and the most
‘acculturated’ migrants have typically been portrayed as more environmentally
concerned/engaged.
Two quantitative studies in New Zealand have compared the environmental values of
immigrant and native-born residents (Kerr et al., 2016; Lovelock et al., 2013). New
Zealand makes a particularly interesting research site because, like Australia, it has a
recent history of migration from the Majority World overlaid on the settler/indigenous
binary. Both of these studies start with a problem framing of recent migrants. Lovelock et
al. acknowledged community concerns about shellfish over-extraction by migrants, and
located their study within the postmaterialist thesis (i.e. that populations in rich countries
have high levels of environmental concern because they do not need to spend all of their
time thinking about day-to-day survival). Kerr et al. (2016: 1280) opened their paper with
the statement, ‘If immigrants undertake less pro-environmental behaviour (PEB), or are
less supportive of policies to address environmental concerns, they may exacerbate
environmental problems, and vice versa.’ Despite their problem-framing, Lovelock et al.
(2013: 416) found similar worldviews among New Zealand-born respondents and
migrants. Kerr et al. (2016) did find significant differences, notably between Maori
respondents and the broader population, as well as between ‘Other Ethnicity’ migrants
(including from the Pacific Islands, Asia and the Middle East) and the broader
population, with Maori having ‘closer links to the natural environment’ (p. 1292) than all
other groups. However, the researchers noted the low explanatory power of their models,
consistent with a high level of heterogeneity within groups.
Recent attempts at providing reviews and meta-analyses ‘with special attention to the
many non-Western studies that have been conducted’ (Gifford and Nilsson, 2014: 142),
or cross-cultural comparisons of environmental behaviour (Morren and Grinstein, 2016;
Mostafa, 2012), have had trouble discerning overall trends. Gifford and Nilsson’s overall
conclusions included that the role of religion is contentious, with varying findings over
whether it enhances pro-environmental behaviour or not. They identified some consistent
evidence that new migrants have greater levels of environmental concern than nonmigrants; and ‘in general, citizens of developing countries (e.g. Philippines and Latvia)
seem to have as much, or more, environmental concern as those in developed countries
(e.g. Germany, the U.S.)’ (Gifford and Nilsson, 2014: 150). In another example, Litina et
al. (2016) used survey data from the European Values Study (45 countries) to test
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whether environmental values are culturally transmitted across generations, comparing
migrants with the broader population. They found a significant effect of ‘the average
environmental culture’ from the country of origin, alongside a gradual adoption of
‘integration strategies’ (p. 145) in the host country. In this example, changes over time
were examined in some detail, yet environmental values were proxied by a limited set of
measures: the willingness to pay to prevent environmental pollution, beliefs expressed
about human behaviours and the environment, and behaviours associated with
environmental volunteering.
In summary, the strengths of quantitative EVKB research are the broad scale
comparisons it provides. When it does bring in ethnicity and migration history, important
complications have been identified, particularly in relation to the processes of
generational change in EVKB. To an important extent, a limited and consistent set of
indicators is necessary for any effective survey research to proceed. Yet the value in all
these attempts at broad cross-cultural comparisons needs to be balanced against the risks
of generalising and essentialising national characteristics. Further, as we discuss below,
survey indicators do constrain the way EVKB is framed (typically according to western
norms), and the responses to environmental challenges that can be developed.

Embedded assumptions about environment in quantitative EVKB
research
The quantitative cross-cultural comparative studies discussed above tend to leave
environment (or pro-environmental behaviour) unexamined or free-standing. A
consequence is that practices specific to western or affluent or urban contexts tend to be
reproduced as presumed norms. In this sub-section we summarise five interlinked
assumptions of this literature that contribute to the reproduction of those norms. They
include assumptions about how ‘environment’ is conceptualised, and also about how
politics works. None of these assumptions are uncontested, and we also identify examples
of challenges.
First, commonly used environmental indicators assume a level of affluence. Survey
questions or indicator behaviours that assume high levels of affluence include purchasing
green electricity, green apparel products or energy-efficient cars (Bong Ko and Jin, 2017;
Leiserowitz et al., 2006; Minton et al., 2015). Similarly, asking how often people drive
slower than 60 miles per hour on the highway and travel by plane (Brick and Lewis,
2014) assumes that respondents have the means to drive and fly in the first place. Morren
and Grinstein’s (2016: 102) meta-analysis explicitly associates pro-environmental
behaviour with higher levels of consumerism (albeit green consumerism):
A first insight from the current meta-analysis is that intention to behave
environmentally is more likely to materialize to actual environmental
behaviour in the more developed countries. This finding generally support
[sic] the “affluence hypothesis” in which developed countries are more
likely to act environmentally….
8

Economic underdevelopment is therefore a central barrier to
environmental change because it limits the ability of individuals and
governments to purchase, promote or use eco-friendly technologies and
products that are often costly (e.g. electric cars, organic goods).
Survey instruments framed around such understandings contain certain western and
classed assumptions – assumptions that can entrench capitalist, consumptive views of
environmental sustainability. The idea that ‘green’ consumption is a good thing has been
well and truly challenged by evidence that higher income, rather than environmental
attitude, is the best predictor of high household greenhouse gas emissions (Wilson et al.,
2013). When intersections between migration status and affluence have been given
consideration, studies have typically uncovered less resource-intensive lifestyles amongst
Majority World migrants, compared to broader populations in the Minority World. In one
such study, Bradley (2009: 347) questioned Swedish Government policies and discourses
encouraging low-income migrant households (specifically, Kurdish-Iraqi and Somali) to
adopt the environmental practices of ‘well-behaving Swedes’, based on empirical
evidence that the carbon footprints of the former were much smaller due to lowerconsumption lifestyles. High-income Swedes had large homes, dual home ownership,
high rates of car ownership and use, and frequently travelled by air. Conversely, migrant
households rarely flew or owned cars and lived on far fewer square metres per person
(Bradley, 2009).
A second and related assumption is that modernisation is a necessary condition for proenvironmental behaviours. As mentioned, the ‘post-materialist’ or ‘affluence’ hypotheses
are sometimes explicit but often implicit in these works. Gifford and Nilsson’s list of
characteristics of the environmentally concerned and active person reads almost as a
summary of the wealthy western liberal subject:
…likely to have spent time in nature as a child, to have accurate
knowledge of the environment, its problems and potential solutions, to
have an open, agreeable and conscientious personality, to consider the
future consequences of their actions, to feel in control of their behaviours,
to harbour biospheric, post-material, liberal values and responsibility for
environmental problems, to be among the upper half of the economic
classes, to hold personal and descriptive norms about pro-environmental
action, to adhere to a religion that teaches a stewardship orientation to the
earth, and to spend time in non-consumptive nature activities. (Gifford and
Nilsson, 2014: 151)
Not only are such stereotypes elitist, but the empirical evidence shows that ‘the
relationship between economic growth and environmental protection should not
be seen as stage-based or as a given’ (Roberts and Thanos 2003: 219).
Third is the idea of a national norm to which migrants must conform. For example, in
Scandinavian countries particular national imaginaries of environmental engagement and
the outdoor life create models to which recent migrants are often expected to conform
(Flemsæter et al., 2015; Krange and Bjerke, 2011). Studies in Europe have exposed the
9

inherent whiteness of such expectations and their environmental problem framings, for
example with regard to the recreational use of greenspace (Kloek et al., 2013). Buijs et al.
(2009) compared landscape preferences between native Dutch people and migrants from
Islamic countries, showing that the former had higher levels of preference for
‘wilderness’ rural landscapes. Emphasis on the importance of outdoor recreation can
reflect anxiety in the host country that low rates of usage of urban forests and national
parks, amongst some migrant populations, will result in decreased commitment to
environmental conservation (Stodolska et al., 2016). Krange and Bjerke (2011) however
noted that the differences in preferences for hiking in the Norwegian woods are partly
differences of socio-economic class rather than ethnic status.

Fourth is the assumption that environmental practices are weaker in the Majority than
Minority world. For example in an analysis that includes comparisons of ‘US-born
Mexican Americans’ and ‘Foreign-born Mexican-origin’ persons, Macias (2016) identified
an environmental version of the ‘Latino paradox’; that first generation migrants from Latin
America tend to have better health outcomes than their US-born counterparts. He argued:
this is only a paradox if you assume a priori that conditions that foster
healthy lifestyles are simply better in the United States than in immigrant
countries of origins. The evidence presented here suggests there exists a
parallel process of assimilation wherein the first generation of an ethnic
group arrives with high levels of concern for and a willingness to do
something about pressing environmental issues. Subsequently, over time
and generations, interest in the topic and the willingness to make sacrifices
begin to wane. (Macias, 2016: 15)
The environmental version of the ‘paradox’ is framed around the widespread assumption
in existing literature that environmental values and practices are deficient in the Majority
World vis-à-vis the Minority World. Macias’ contention that assimilation to western
norms diminishes environmental concern amongst Mexican migrants to the US upends
this notion.
Fifth is a set of assumptions about the political context in which EVKB scholarship might
be useful. The frequent reference to policy relevance of this research (e.g. Adeola 2007,
Agyeman 2016, Bradley 2009, Buijs et al. 2009) assumes a functioning liberal
democracy ready to respond to, or shape, public opinion. However, it is not necessarily
researchers themselves who assume such a narrow view of research; it might equally be a
research funding environment that demands ‘relevance’ in relatively narrow terms.
Researchers have explored changing levels of environmental concern and action under
authoritarian regimes such as China (Bong Ko and Jin, 2017), and in places where
democracy is less than functional, such as parts of Latin America (Barkin and Lemus
2016).

III Broadening the conceptualisation of EVKB
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In this section we identify three particular ways that emerging literature, much of which
has a qualitative bent, is broadening the conceptualisation of environment in EVKB.
First is a set of studies that have sought to broaden the range of practices identified as
environmental by looking beyond intentional to actual outcomes in reduced
environmental impacts of different kinds. Such practices and practitioners go by a variety
of names, including actually existing sustainabilities (Krueger and Agyeman, 2005),
inadvertent environmentalisms (Hitchings et al., 2015), vernacular capacities (Gibson et
al., 2013) and ‘honeybees’, who ‘in pursuing some completely different goal…provide an
important side-benefit to the environment’ (Gifford and Nilsson, 2014: 150). These terms
recognise the non-environmental reasons why people do environmentally beneficial
things (e.g. cycling for health, installing insulation to save money on electricity bills,
frugality because of poverty). Practices that reduce household resource consumption,
including re-using bath water on gardens, showering using a bucket, and hanging clothes
outside to dry rather than using a dryer (Maller and Strengers, 2013; Waitt and Welland,
2017), may not be done for explicitly environmental reasons. That such choices can be
made for reasons of poverty, frugality or cultural background rather than environmental
intention makes them no less interesting or valuable. While migrants are not the only
social groups who undertake such practices, research has shown that migration presents a
unique opportunity to disrupt the status quo, as pre-migration practices come together
with post-migration norms and infrastructures, with potentially novel and beneficial
outcomes. This point has methodological implications for the design of surveys and
interview schedules. In our own survey research, we have sought to capture such
inadvertent practices by including questions about buying household goods second hand,
repairing or sharing clothing, frequency of discarding food, dwelling size and numbers of
inhabitants, strategies for keeping warm or cool, living without common (Majority
World) household appliances, and waiting until household appliances are broken before
buying new ones.
Second, a number of studies of gardening, foraging and food production focus on ethnic
minority migrants (Minkoff-Zern, 2012; Taylor and Lovell, 2015). These examples are
important not so much for broadening the scope of environmental behaviours, as asking
about growing fruit or vegetables for household consumption is a well-established
environmental indicator (e.g. Brick and Lewis, 2014). Rather their contribution is to
throw new light on the framing of environmental issues, via the way they bring putatively
rural issues together with urban ones. Cabannes and Raposo (2013: 248) noted the
importance of urban agriculture in transforming ‘cities into productive spaces,
challenging their conventional role as a space of consumption of wealth produced in rural
areas or in different countries’. In contrast to situations where industrial agriculture is
now considered to be part of the problem, Majority World migrants from agrarian
backgrounds, such as Mexicans now living in the USA, may ‘adhere to a distinctive land
ethic that values nature as a source of sustenance and security and is antithetical to the
dominant view which sees land primarily as property and a potential source of profit’
(Macias 2016: 5). Taylor and Lovell (2015: 22) studied the gardens of African American,
Chinese-origin and Mexican-origin households in Chicago, arguing that these ‘represent
a continuation of cultural practices and traditional agroecological knowledge associated
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with their place of origin’. Their study found that because the gardens are ‘sites of
cultural reproduction’, they may enhance household resilience and ‘serve as reservoirs of
(agro) biodiversity’ (Taylor and Lovell, 2015: 31). Taylor and Lovell noted that the
gardeners were curious and experimental, and might be willing participants in largerscale experiments about sustainable practice. (Note, however, that they were not
necessarily interested in organic agriculture, and many had heavy reliance on synthetic
fertilizers.) Cabannes and Raposo (2013) also noted the importance of urban and periurban agriculture in enhancing urban biodiversity, and the role of migrants in this. More
recent work has examined the contribution of home food gardens to ecosystem services
(Taylor et al., 2017).
Third, urban foraging examples provide evidence of broadening EVKB in that diverse
communities perceive and access different resources in the same landscape. In a review
of several studies, McLain et al. (2014) noted that people of diverse ethnicity forage in
urban and peri-urban landscapes. ‘In some cases, foragers’ ethnicity and/or place of
origin appear to condition which products are foraged’ (McLain et al., 2014: 229).
Examples included Chinese migrants in the USA seeking ginkgo nuts, AfricanAmericans foraging foods such as pokeweed shoots and sweetgrass for basketry, Native
Americans evergreen huckleberries and nettle leaves, and foragers with origins in
different parts of Europe seeking morel mushrooms and greens. Diversity in the human
population here opens up a wider suite of plants and fungi as potential resources, beyond
what would otherwise be considered edible. In the context of Seattle, Poe et al. (2013)
argued that wild foods in the city have the potential to increase food security for children
of colour. Clearly people forage in a range of landscapes including cemeteries, railroad
tracks, abandoned properties and under freeways. In the process, these activities open up
the concept of nature in the city.
In sum, this emerging and predominantly qualitative literature has broadened the suite of
actions that may be identified as ‘pro-environmental’ in EVKB, and provides some
openings for the study of peri-urban and rural EVKB. Nonetheless, existing research
retains an urban bias which ought to be addressed in future studies, especially given
growing ethnic diversity in rural areas of the Minority World.

IV The process of acculturation as having disruptive or
solidifying potential
As noted in section II, the process of acculturation (or enculturation), usually measured
via time spent in the destination country, has been seen as significant for EVKB, and has
been used as a variable in quantitative studies (Johnson et al., 2004b; Leung and Rice,
2002). Findings have been diverse, with some concluding that ethnicity plays a more
important role than acculturation, and thus that certain environmental norms are retained
across migrant generations (Deng et al., 2006; Lovelock et al., 2013). Others argue that,
‘broadly speaking, migrant groups and their descendants follow a pattern of ecological
assimilation, becoming less concerned about the environment over time and generations’
12

(Macias, 2016: 15; see also Adeola, 2007; Hunter, 2000), in part because their socioeconomic position improves. The process of change can go in multiple directions, for
better or worse with respect to sustainable practices.
There is a risk in using examples of pro-environmental behaviours linked to migrant
frugality that poverty is valorised or advocated (author refs.), and we are not arguing that
socio-economic disadvantage should be entrenched to benefit the environment. However
other studies have found that some migrant groups retain less resource-intensive practices
even when they do not have low-incomes. For example, Author et al. (2015) found that
rates of car ownership and use amongst ethnic minority migrants in Sydney and
Wollongong (Australia) were lower than those of Anglo-Australians. These trends were
particularly strong amongst survey respondents of Chinese ancestry, and held true after
controlling for gender, generation, income, employment status, the presence of dependent
children and place of residence. Tal and Handy (2010) and Modarres (2013) made similar
observations in relation to East Asian migrants and Latino/as in the US, respectively. The
conclusions drawn in such studies have been that migrants bring pre-migration transport
practices and preferences (e.g. for public transport) with them, shaping their postmigration behaviours. In a broader study of environmental concern involving US and
foreign-born Whites, African Americans, Mexican Americans, Latinos and ‘Other’,
Macias (2016) found that foreign-born Mexicans were more likely than native-born
Mexicans or White Americans to engage in sustainable practices and express a
willingness to make sacrifices to protect the environment. The study controlled for
household income and described it as ‘remarkably insignificant’ (p. 11) as a driver of
sustainable behaviours, and insignificant with regards to willingness to make sacrifices.
Qualitative studies provide much more detail about the process of change, and the ways
in which ethnicity and/or migration history intersect with other processes such as change
in socio-economic status. There is a well-established thread of research that examines the
ways in which migrants develop a sense of belonging through the use of ‘natural
environments’, such as beaches, parks and the countryside (Peters et al., 2016; Thomas,
2001). This literature can be particularly useful in helping identify the basis of
environmental or social conflicts over the use of different spaces (Flemsæter et al., 2015).
A further set of studies show that understanding acculturation as a process can alert us to
opportunities to disrupt less sustainable practices and embed more sustainable ones
(potentially in ways that bring together the best of both worlds). In the examples below,
change or transition is not a simple matter of time spent, rather ‘acculturation is a
complex, nonlinear, and variable process, [that] can be understood, in part, as the
adjustment to a new set of social norms’ (Carter et al., 2013: 137). Carter et al. showed
how Mexican migrants in central Iowa adopted new social norms about maintaining clean
public spaces, in particular not littering. They simultaneously ‘expressed ambivalence’
about the material improvements that had come with the migration process. On one hand
they had experienced an improved standard of living, in material terms. On the other they
worried about the harms of excessive materialism, seeing themselves ‘on a consumption
treadmill’ through living in the USA (p. 140). Echoing themes from the previous section,
these migrants did not speak in the idiom of middle-class environmentalism; that is,
equating environmental action with individualised decisions to recycle, buy compact
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fluorescent light bulbs, plant trees, or drive hybrid cars, i.e., a “green consumer” subject
position (Carter et al., 2013: 143).
Maller and Strengers (2013) theorised processes of change in migrant households using
social practice theory. Based on their research with migrants in Australia (Maller, 2011),
they advanced three concepts that can combine and add complexity to understandings of
acculturation with regards to EVKB. Carriage is when people ‘continue to enact a
practice or a practice memory from another time and space in a new environment’
(Maller and Strengers, 2013: 246). For example an elderly Vietnamese woman in their
study continued to wash herself with a bucket of water, and wash dishes by hand ‘the
Vietnamese way’. Integration and disintegration occur when components of pre-existing
practices interact with new practices and/or material infrastructures. An example here
was Sri Lankan migrants who carried a strong ethic of not wasting resources into new
modes of drying clothes. Refusing to buy a clothes dryer, they used line drying in
summer and in winter positioned a clothes horse, covered in a sheet, over a central
heating duct. The third concept, transferral, described the active transmission of practices
(for example, gardening and food preparation processes in Italian migrant families)
across generations.
Processes of integration and disintegration can provide insights into the potential for
change. For example Author B has argued that Majority World migrants’ transport
patterns provide an opportunity to identify ‘fissures in the logic of automobility’ in highly
car-dependent societies such as Australia (Author ref.). Authors conducted qualitative
interviews with 14 individuals of Chinese ancestry in Sydney, Australia, many of whom
displayed a persistent propensity to use public transport more, and drive less, than AngloEuropean Australians. They showed how Chinese migrants brought their pre-migration
transport habits and preferences with them, and intentionally oriented their lives in
Sydney around train lines to enable continued public transport use. Yet, while most did
not even have a drivers’ licence prior to migration, all but one had acquired one postmigration, and owned a car in Sydney. Nonetheless, their acculturation (towards
Sydney’s car dependent transport norms) was reluctant. Many of the Chinese migrants
interviewed feared and disliked driving but the structure of this ‘automobilised city’ made
it difficult to cope entirely without a car. Female interviewees in particular noted the
pressure to become regular car drivers ‘to meet the demands placed on them as “modern”
working women, and as mothers’ (Author ref.). The study participants expressed
frustration with Sydney’s public transport system, which made trips with multiple stops
(like grocery shopping or activities involving children) impractical. However, most
continued to travel to work by public transport thus the acculturation process towards
more carbon intensive forms of transport was a complex and partial one.
Another example of the acculturation process is provided by Waitt and Welland’s (2017)
research with Burmese migrants in Sydney, which sought to explore how the water-frugal
practice of bucket bathing persisted or diminished after migration. For some, the ease
associated with the ready availability of hot mains water facilitated a transition to regular
showers. Others preferred the feel of bucket bathing with cold water, also associated with
Buddhist cleansing rituals. Their study provides evidence of complex interactions
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between ethnicity, religion, gender and age, along with the material infrastructure of
washing spaces. In many of these studies then, the interest starts with ethnicity as a point
of difference, but it rarely takes expression in straightforward ways. In both the transport
and bathing examples discussed here, the acculturation process occurs not only in the
engagement with different environmental norms, but also with infrastructures that
constrain choices and, over time, force changes in practice. So too, in both instances the
pro-environmental actions of the migrants are inadvertent ones, enacted for reasons other
than a desire to be ‘green’.
Amenity migration of wealthy westerners to poorer areas reminds us that this process can
also go in the opposite direction. Kordel and Pohle (2016) argued that lifestyle migrants
from the USA to the Andes of Ecuador perform their privileged status through everyday
practices, and by transferring western understandings of the rural idyll. These practices
include performing a healthy way of life through food consumption, being involved in
eco-farming, and establishing juice factories and massage practices. In Costa Rica,
migrants from the USA, Canada and Western Europe have different approaches to
environmental issues compared with the locals (Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2015). These
amenity migrants emphasise large-scale processes, such as rebuilding natural ecosystems,
while local residents are more interested in recycling and trash collection. Differentials
based on the power of wealth mean that environmental influences are often
unidirectional, in this case from Minority World migrants to locals but not the other way
around. However, caution should be exercised around any straightforward interpretation
of ‘environmental’ behaviours; in this example the migrants have much more heavily
consumptive practices than the locals.

V Concluding implications
We have argued that the cultural specificity of most of the EVKB literature (white,
western, affluent, urban) is exposed by its encounter with ethnicity and migration history.
We have identified an emergent body of research that is paying attention to the
environmental knowledge and practices of ethnic minority migrants in countries where
the broader population is of Anglo-European ethnicity. This research, both quantitative
(survey-based) and qualitative, is making two particular contributions to the ways
environmental issues are understood; it broadens the conceptualisation of environment
and environmental behaviour in productive ways, and offers a deeper understanding of
the processes of acculturation. In this concluding discussion we consider the broader
implications for ongoing research.
Broadening the conceptualisation of EVKB has a number of methodological implications
for environmental research. Both quantitative and qualitative studies need to pay attention
to the challenges of going beyond western logics in research design. Qualitative studies in
particular can capture diverse, culturally-specific environmental practices that go well
beyond those typically included in standardised western questionnaires. Where
appropriate, the results of such studies can then serve to develop surveys suited to
particular countries and cultural contexts, and that are encompassing of migrants’ EVKB.
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Conversely, trends identified when surveys are analysed by ethnicity and/or migration
history can be explored in greater depth with detailed case studies. When studying
particular ethnicities, (co-)researchers from within the community in question can greatly
facilitate the incorporation of non-western perspectives, and minimise language and other
implementation issues. For example, they can help to develop culturally appropriate
research questions and methodologies, recruit participants, improve the flow of an
interview, choose and phrase relevant survey items, and interpret results. This applies
irrespective of both the methodology used (qualitative or quantitative), and the scale at
which cultural groups are studied (e.g. national level or minorities within a broader
population, including migrants).
If the ‘pro’ in pro-environmental behaviour cannot be assumed, we need a broader
conversation about diverse ways of doing things. There are a number of reasons why
decisions about the sustainability of different behaviours are complicated (Gibson et al.,
2013). The lens we have used in this paper, of Majority World migrants into the Minority
World, throws some dilemmas into starker relief. Practices associated with poverty and
frugality challenge notions of pro-environmental behaviour that depend on high levels of
wealth and green consumption. But nor are we arguing that all migrant practices
discussed here are necessarily pro-environmental. Rather this is an empirically open
question that can be carefully considered in studies that pay close attention to local
contexts. We do consider that a culturally broader range of EVKB provides important
resources with which to approach uncertain Anthropocene futures.
Deeper understanding of the processes of acculturation helps identify potential levers for
sustainable transitions, or barriers thereto. That is, this work addresses O’Brien’s (2012)
challenge about understanding the process of change, in multiple directions. Future
research can productively focus on cases where migrants in general have managed to not
only hold on to some of their environmental practices post-migration, but in so doing
have managed to influence the host population in productive ways. Thus, for instance, in
contexts where large-scale industrialised agriculture is coming under increasing scrutiny
for its environmental implications; and in which adaptation to climate change necessitates
greater crop diversity, migrants from subsistence farming backgrounds are an
underexplored source of different EVKB – a circuit-breaker for group think (Author ref.).
We do need to be aware of separationist framings of ‘values’ or ‘preferences’ that deny
the broader political context of migration. There is always the risk of defaulting to static
understandings of migrant or ethnic ‘cultures’, without consideration of the broader
structural processes at play around migration, including colonial histories, global
capitalism and persistent racial power hierarchies. Many of the examples used here are
well-attuned to this risk. There is a broader challenge, to be addressed in ongoing work,
to rethink environmental scholarship more broadly as deeply embedded in questions of
power. Studies of Majority World migrants to the Minority World are well-placed to
throw further light on this.
Nevertheless, the frictions and encounters of the migration process provide real-time
experiments in alternative ways of doing things. The post-colonial literature is discussing

16

how Majority World practices have a capacity to inform how we do things in the
Minority World. For example, drawing attention to ‘ongoing initiatives to strengthen or
create post-capitalist worlds (or “niches of sustainability”) by indigenous and peasant
communities in the Americas [that] are extremely important and encouraging’ (Barkin
and Lemus, 2016: 574), Barkin and Lemus (2016: 569) argue that ‘many other worlds are
possible, AND they are already under construction’. The contention of this paper is that
Majority World knowledges do not just exist ‘over there’ – migration brings them to the
Minority World. But we are not tapping into the capacity of Majority World migrants to
contribute to environmental thinking and practice in western contexts. The emergent
literature reviewed in this paper does not do these things exclusively, nor yet very
thoroughly, and it would be premature to claim the paradigm shift sought by O’Brien
(2012). However, we see considerable potential.

Notes
1. We follow Punch (2000) by using the terms ‘Minority World’ and ‘Majority
World’ (rather than North/South, developed/developing world, First World/Third
World) because they do not contain embedded geographical inaccuracies (as in
North/South) and avoid the implication of inferiority (as in First/Third and
developed/developing). Further, Minority and Majority World provide scope to
think beyond economic factors to global patterns of cultural dominance. They act
as a reminder that the privileged (economically and culturally dominant) lifestyles
of the Minority World are experienced by a minority of the world’s population.
We use ‘western’ in relation to environmental thought and scholarship influenced
by Enlightenment approaches, while also being aware that that term is subject to
critique.
2. We acknowledge that in some places the terms ethnic majority and ethnic
minority are not straightforward. For instance, in California where the culturally
dominant white population is no longer a numerical majority (given a large and
growing Latino population).
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